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BY DESIGN
Theater and Fashion in the
Photography of Lalla Essaydi

I

n Lalla Essaydi’s photographs, women whose bodies are covered in intricate henna patterns lounge
in sumptuous interior spaces and wear in lavish textiles. The sheer beauty of her work draws us in,
but few recognize that a great deal of preparation and an enormous amount of planning goes into
each photograph. The photograph itself is the product of a larger process of design and organization,
with extreme attention paid to the composition and framing of an image. Essaydi describes her
creative practice as performative and painstaking, with models “unable to rest, sometimes for as long
as nine hours.” However, they choose to participate because “they feel they are contributing to the
greater emancipation of Arab women.” This exhibition highlights the process behind the creation
of Essaydi’s carefully staged photographs, concentrating on how her work crosses into theater and
fashion. She merges centuries-old craft traditions with contemporary design to tell a complex and
nuanced story of Moroccan women’s lives.
Travel and cross-cultural contact often spur artistic creativity; this is certainly the case with Lalla
Essaydi’s photography. In addition to Morocco, Essaydi lived in Saudi Arabia for many years. She
studied drawing and painting at the École des Beaux-Arts in Paris and photography at the School of
the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston. Today she splits her time between the United States, Morocco,
and Saudi Arabia. Her experience traversing different countries and cultures inspired her to confront
Western stereotypes of Muslim women and recount her own experiences growing up in Morocco.
Essaydi’s creative process involves staging the image, dressing her female models, and instructing
them on how to respond to the camera’s presence. Her photographs are printed in a large size so that
the viewer can appreciate the detail that goes into her design process. Essaydi spends hours applying
henna to her models and often writes on their clothing, essentially designing a tableau vivant, a static
scene containing one or more models dressed in costume who interact with each other to tell a story.
Her photography is intentionally collaborative and Essaydi creates the atmosphere of a party in her
studio, complete with mint tea drinking, singing, and music. The women clearly feel comfortable
posing in front of the camera, never appearing self-conscious or uncomfortable.
She also designs the Moroccan-inspired clothing for her photo shoots but uses non-traditional
materials or patterns. Essaydi makes a fashion statement by dressing her models in innovative ways
and turns traditional Moroccan styles into something new. While she experiments with fashion design,
the garments she creates are not intended to be worn outside of her studio. Similar to theater
costumes, they are specially created for Essaydi’s photography and wearing them outside would break
the illusion of the tableau that she constructed.
While viewers may feel that they are being allowed into the intimate, forbidden world of Arab women,
Lalla Essaydi’s photographs exist on the threshold between voyeurism and the confrontation of
stereotypes, something done intentionally by the photographer. Lalla Essaydi creates photographs
that are intentionally ambiguous. The narrative quality, the theatricality, and the fashion sense that
goes into Lalla Essaydi’s photography is by design. She presents Moroccan women caught between
the boundaries of tradition and modernity as they try to negotiate between the colonial version of the
past, the national identity of the present, and their own particular hopes for the future. These dueling
constructs and multiple visions are captured in the complex and layered meanings present
in Lalla Essaydi’s photography, as she negotiates womanhood on her own terms.
~ Cynthia Becker, PhD, Exhibition Curator

